At a time when 'personal development planning' is being rolled out across the UK higher education sector, this paper explores young adults' inclinations to plan for the future in relation to work, relationships and other aspects of life. Although Giddens (1991) has emphasised the prevalence of strategic life planning (or the 'colonisation of the future') in all strata of contemporary society, du Bois Reymond (1998) has argued that there are important differences by social class, with young people from more privileged backgrounds more likely than their peers to engage in such life planning activities. This paper draws on interviews with 90 young adults (in their mid-20s) to question some of these assumptions about relationships between social location and propensity to plan for the future. It shows how, within this sample at least, there was a strong association between having had a privileged 'learning career' (such as attending a high status university and identifying as an 'academic high flier') and a disinclination to form detailed plans for the future. In part, this appeared to be related to a strong sense of ontological security and the confidence to resist what Giddens terms 'an increasingly dominant temporal outlook'.
Indeed, conditions of modern life almost force many to seek to plan to some degree in these areas. (2002, p.1) The one exception to this general trend were those 'in multiply stressed situations where any possibility of planning for the future is severely hampered by lack of resources and other constraints ' (2005, p.148) . They typically exercised forethought only in the short-term, and believed that any possibility of planning for the future would be severely restricted by a lack of resources and other constraints.
Research methods
In engaging with these debates, we draw on evidence from 90 young adults who were interviewed between September 2005 and January 2006 as part of a project on 'Young Graduates and Lifelong Learning'. All were graduates of a UK higher education institution (HEI) and were recruited primarily to investigate the relationship between higher education and lifelong learning. Nevertheless, as part of our in-depth interviews we were keen to explore the extent to which our respondents had actively planned their learning and work careers, and whether there had been any changes in their propensity to plan, post-graduation. As part of a more wide-ranging life history interview, we asked them about their decision-making processes (in relation to work, learning and leisure) at various points throughout their lives. As Table I demonstrates, fifteen graduates were recruited from each of six HEIs, with very different market positions. Mailshots, asking for volunteers to take part in the study, were sent by the alumni offices of the six institutions to 600 young adults who had graduated in 2000, and who were in their mid-twenties at the time of the project. As this method of recruitment did not generate sufficient responses, it was followed up with adverts on the 'Friends Reunited' website. This enabled us to reach our target sample of 90, with 15 young adults from each of the six HEIs 1 .
Given the focus of our study, it is clearly the case that we did not interview a representative sample of young adults in their mid-twenties. Although our respondents came from a variety of different social class backgrounds, they were all in possession of at least a first degree. Thus, the claims we make in this paper are primarily about the life plans and life projects of a relatively privileged group of young adults who, by virtue of their educational credentials if nothing else, would be likely to be seen as part of the middle class. As a result, the extent to which we are able to generalise is limited. The middle classes have been shown, through a variety of studies, to be more inclined to engage in long term planning for the future than other social groups (Bernstein, 1997) . For example, in their study of middle class decisions about childcare, Vincent and Ball (2006) argue that such practices: 'involve investments within the child, both in the accrual of class resources…and in terms of the realization over time of particular selfhoods and personalities' (p.159) and go onto claim that, for these families, the emphasis is very much on the long term and the educational futures that they plan for their children. Nevertheless, despite the apparent homogeneity of our sample, as the discussion below will demonstrate, we focus on some interesting cleavages within the middle class and, in particular, on those young adults who eschew all forms of forward life-planning.
[Insert Table I ] Evidence from the 'Young Graduates' project Overall, the respondents in our study exhibited a high level of engagement with 'life planning' and a clear majority talked about how they had developed plans for the medium-and/or long-term. As such, this tends to support the claims of Anderson et al. , that life planning is perhaps more common than previous studies of young adults have suggested. However, across the sample as a whole there was a clear distinction between, on one hand, young graduates who liked to form detailed plans about their future employment, learning and -in some cases -other parts of their lives and, on the other, those who consciously rejected any pressure to develop this type of plan.
Indeed, our research builds on previous studies by suggesting that it is not only those in situations of multiple disadvantage who do not engage in life planning -it is also those at the top of the social hierarchy. Amongst our sample of young graduates, it was those in the most privileged positions who actively rejected any suggestions that they might plan for the future. In this section, we present some data to support these claims, and then go on to explore some of the reasons why a small and highly privileged sub-sample of our respondents were resistant to notions of reflexive life planning.
The Planners
It was apparent from the life history interviews that planning for the future was an important part of the lives of a majority of our respondents. For these young graduates, the type of learning they took up post-graduation (as well as, in many cases, earlier in their learning careers) was carefully planned. propensity to plan, as well as in the substantive content of the plans themselves.
The majority of the respondents who 'planned' in this way seemed not only to enjoy making decisions about their lives, but also were able to articulate specific reasons for behaving in this way (such as the need to take a more proactive stance in the labour market, as suggested by some of the quotations above). A small number, however, indicated that detailed planning was also a form of security to them, and that a lack of forward planning would be a source of stress.
I think it was the end of February I did get that job, so that was all sorted before I started finals and everything, so that was organised….. Only one of this group of graduates thought that there might be any disadvantages associated with this approach to decision-making: Leanna (teacher, Campus) wondered whether her inclination to form detailed plans for the future had closed down her options too early.
The course was always going to be English and drama because I was always going to do a degree first and then my teacher training second…in retrospect I wish it had been something else. I suppose I did get a bit narrow minded about things, I think, maybe, but it's the choices you make, I suppose.
In many ways, this evidence supports the conclusions reached by Anderson et al. contemporary habitus' and may, in some cases (as a result of norms within the workplace, personal relationships and consumer culture), be unreflexively adopted (p.537). Amongst our sample, at least, the majority of respondents provided little evidence to support the assertion that the rapid processes of social change and the fragmentation of experiences deemed to be characteristic of late modern society have made it 'extremely difficult to plan for the future or manage lives (subjectively or objectively) in any meaningful sense ' (Furlong and Cartmel, 2006, p.8) .
The Resisters
As noted above, a number of studies have argued that young adults commonly show a strong disinclination to plan for the medium-and long-term (and, in some cases, even the short-term). However, the research by Anderson and colleagues (2005) , which draws on a larger and more representative sample than previous work, has suggested that many more young adults may engage in such life planning than has previously been thought. While our data does generally support that of Anderson et al., it also raises some interesting questions about those who remain opposed to any form of life planning. As discussed above, in Anderson et al.'s study, the small group who did not engage in any form of planning were the most disadvantaged -typically, those on low incomes, with children, or whose plans had failed them in the past. In our study, however, the non-planners exhibited markedly different social characteristics. Indeed, amongst the 90 young adults involved in our project, it was typically the most privileged, with the highest levels of social and cultural capital who were most reluctant to form detailed life plans. A fifth of our sample (18 respondents It is also the case that, for many of these young adults, a disinclination to plan had been a long-standing feature of their lives so far. Thus, as success had often been attained without much planning, these respondents saw no need to change their approach to achieve similar levels of success in the future. Indeed, several described how active planning had not been necessary as opportunities had 'just appeared' and/or certain decisions had been 'assumed'. This was particularly evident amongst those who had attended Oxbridge:
In a way, kind of, the decision was made for me rather than very consciously.
It wasn't something I had really set my heart on…so I ended up going to It is possible that this reluctance to reveal strategic planning may be part of a wider and well-documented cultural disinclination to acknowledge effort, investment and underlying resources (e.g. Mac an Ghaill, 1994) -either to the interviewer or to oneself. However, within this particular sample, this seems an unlikely explanation given the respondents' reflexiveness, apparent willingness to reveal aspects of their lives that did not always portray them in a positive light (such as periods of unemployment, lack of success in gaining a desired job and difficulties faced whilst at university) and, in some cases, their pejorative view of planning per se.
Possible explanations
One possible hypothesis is that these young adults felt little need to plan because of a secure and highly advantaged family background, which they believed they would be able to reproduce with little effort. However, as Table II illustrates, it is certainly not the case that all 'resisters' came from privileged backgrounds; indeed, only six of the eighteen had been educated in the private sector (and only three of the eight Oxbridge graduates). Moreover, the occupational profile of these respondents' parents is similarly mixed: while solicitors, doctors and lecturers are represented, so are considerably lower status jobs. For example, Emily's father was a sales representative and Alice's father, a truck driver. This suggests that their disinclination to plan cannot be explained simply with reference to high levels of cultural, social and/or economic capital originating from within the family. Furthermore, from their narratives it is clear that relatively few were brought up with parental expectations that they would attend a high status university or that they would enter a particular occupation on graduation.
[Insert Table II about here]
It is also possible that the lifestyle circumstances of our respondents, in the years immediately after graduation, had some bearing on their propensity to plan for the future. In line with the characteristics of the overall sample, the large majority of the 'resisters' were single (14 of the 18) and were living either by themselves or in a shared household with friends. One 'resister' was married (Rita) and three had resident partners at the time of the interview or shortly before (Janet, Sarina and Stewart). None of this group had any children, which again reflected the broader sample 3 . It may be argued that it is the onset of responsibilities to a partner and/or children that encourage one to engage in strategic life planning. For some of our resisters, recognition that the carefree nature of their current lives (as they perceived it) would not last indefinitely may have driven some of the emphasis they put on enjoying opportunities for spontaneity (and resisting pressures to plan) while they were able. This is alluded to in extracts from interviews with Jackie and Zeyar: However, amongst those four resisters who were (or who had been) in long-term relationships, such commitments did not seem to have prompted any planning.
Indeed, the narratives of Stewart, Sarina and Rita suggest that, for them, their relationships may have actually discouraged them from this kind of forward planning.
For example, while Stewart described how, on graduation, he had just followed his girlfriend to Leeds and taken whatever work he could find, Sarina and Rita both outlined how they tended to prioritise enjoying the here-and-now with their partners, rather than making plans for the future. These examples show how lifestyle circumstances had some bearing on some of the resisters' disinclination to plan.
However, the nature of this influence operated in different ways: for some, an absence of financial and personal commitments allowed them to act in a more spontaneous manner without the need for planning; for others, however, commitment to a partner was itself seen a partial reason for not engaging in strategic life planning.
Nevertheless, given that the lifestyle circumstances of the resisters were broadly typical of the other respondents in the sample, it seems likely that there are other reasons, beyond the personal, which can help to explain the differences between the two groups.
In a small number of cases, some of the explanations that were given to justify this reluctance to plan appeared to be related to wider beliefs about the futility of planning. For example, several young adults claimed that they had stopped making plans because they rarely came to fruition:
I've stopped sort of planning my future as such because, all the kind of things I have done, certainly since university…it was never planned but it happened.
The internet thing was never planned, going into broadcasting was never planned, but it happened. It worked out, so I have stopped making plans, (Sarina, communications co-ordinator, Campus).
Although some of these explanations help to explain why some individuals were disinclined to engage in strategic life planning, the strongest correlation appears to be with type of higher education institution attended and also, to some extent, identification as an academic 'high flier' at a relatively early point in one's educational career. As Table II suggests, there were clear differences by institution attended, with a large majority of the resisters having graduated from the higher status universities (including eight who had attended Oxbridge). Indeed, the institutional profile of this group may be explained by assumptions they were making (not necessarily correctly) that with a degree from a high status institution there is less need to make detailed plans to secure one's place in the labour market than if one had graduated from a less prestigious university. While those from more disadvantaged backgrounds may feel the pointlessness of planning, the disinclination to plan on behalf of those from more privileged backgrounds may reflect the assumption that they will not be unduly disadvantaged in life as a result. This is suggested in Hayley's narrative when she explains that, as she went to university at 'London', she believed she would be better positioned in the labour market than if she had gone to a new university and could therefore 'worry about the career later'.
As we collected data on only the first five years post-graduation, it is difficult to arrive at any firm conclusions about whether these assumptions on behalf of the privileged 'resisters' were justified. Nevertheless, the early careers of the 18 young adults in this sub-sample suggest a mixed picture. There were certainly some for whom transitions from school to university and then from university into fulfilling and well-paid employment had been relatively straightforward. This complexity is also reflected in other studies. Brown and Hesketh's (2004) research into the employment practices of high status graduate recruiters has highlighted the importance of personal capital -a combination of 'hard currencies' such as educational qualifications and work experience and 'soft currencies' including interpersonal skills and charisma. This would suggest that graduates need to exercise considerable caution in assuming that a good degree from a high status institution will confer automatic advantage within the labour market.
These less positive stories indicate that the social capital and high status qualifications offered by universities such as Oxbridge and London cannot, in all cases, compensate for an unwillingness to plan. However, it is of course impossible to determine whether these particular individuals would have been any more successful in achieving their goals if they had planned. Perhaps more interestingly, it suggests that a reluctance to plan may be quite deeply embedded, such that even negative labour market experiences do not cause one to change one's approach. It is also worth highlighting that there were a number of examples of respondents who had attended lower status
HEIs who had engaged in planning processes and were subsequently more successful in securing well-paid graduate employment than those resisters mentioned above.
However, on the basis of this qualitative data it is hard to determine the extent to which their relative success was related to their propensity to plan.
Despite these questions that remain unanswered, our respondents' narratives provide an important contrast to those reported in other research, which have suggested that it is primarily unhappy life experiences that discourage young adults from engaging in life planning. Indeed, Anderson et al. argue that while a failure to achieve ambitions in the past does not necessarily affect one's future ambitions, it does limit willingness to plan for the future, especially for the long-run. They go on to argue that such unwillingness to plan for the future is often associated with disadvantage; moreover, 'many of those with very short timespans of planning are in multiply stressed situations where any possibility of planning for the future is severely hampered by lack of resources and other factors' (p.148). We would argue that, on the basis of our research, a similarly short timespan of planning is shared by young adults at the opposite end of the social spectrum, whose lives have been characterised by academic success and a high level of privilege.
Conclusion
In his insightful analysis of the relationship between policy and practice, Holford suggests. Instead, we have argued that the most privileged young adults are also largely immune from the pressure to engage in strategic life planning. We have demonstrated how, within this sample at least, there was a strong association between having had a privileged 'learning career' (such as attending a high status university and identifying as an 'academic high flier') and a disinclination to form detailed plans for the future. In part, we would suggest that this appeared to be related to a strong sense of ontological security on the part of these young adults and the confidence to resist what Giddens terms 'an increasingly dominant temporal outlook ' (1991, p.87 ).
What has not been possible within this study is to explore the impact of life planning (or a rejection of such planning) on the life chances of young graduates. While we have suggested that there was an association between having had a privileged learning career and a disinclination to plan, we do not have a sufficiently strong evidence base on which to assess whether this failure to plan disadvantaged the young adults in any way. Similarly, we cannot make any firms claims about whether those who did plan gained any advantage (in the labour market or elsewhere) over their peers. Indeed, we consider this to be a fruitful area for further research to help extend the debate. Anderson et al. (2005) argue that one of the advantages of their methodology -using questionnaires as opposed to interviews -is that they minimised the likelihood that respondents would conform to any peer pressure about hedonism and a pejorative view of planning (perhaps associated with perceptions about the 'dullness' of adulthood). While we believe that the in-depth nature of our interviews and the rapport we established with respondents makes it unlikely that significant life planning would be concealed, we do acknowledge that there are dominant cultural scripts associated with such activities. However, we would speculate that: these operate in different ways among different groups of young people; the value (positive, negative or neutral) attached to planning varies similarly; and a propensity to plan may well change over the lifecourse. Whether the resistance to forming plans for the future demonstrated by our most privileged respondents persists into later adulthood, or whether it is likely to change as part of a wider refashioning of self-identity at some point in the future, therefore remains unclear. 
